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For my Reuben,

Who was my Wolf,

Right here, right now
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Introduction

Stephen King’s Fictional Children

Debbie Olson 

Stephen King is one of America’s most well-known and prolific writers. To date, he has authored 83 novels (and counting), over 200 short stories, 5 non-fiction works, a children’s book, graphic novels, novellas, poems, and various other creative and coauthored projects. King’s works are also regularly adapted for film and television, some more successful than others, yet always a vibrant part of American popular culture. And yet, for such a prolific American writer, there is a surprisingly small amount of scholarly work on his oeuvre.

Part of the lack of scholarly attention to King’s work is perhaps because the majority of his writing is in horror, a genre that has never really been considered worthy of serious literary study (Edgar Allan Poe is an exception). And King writes popular fiction, which also tends to be derided in favor of more “serious” literature: “many establishment and literary critics consider King to be a purveyor of cultural garbage—a writer of cheap horror thrillers, a trafficker in the supernatural, a panderer to the lowest common denominators in public taste.”1 When King received the National Book Foundation’s lifetime achievement award in 2003, Harold Bloom, Yale University’s Sterling professor of humanities and English and a widely read foundational literary scholar, wrote an op-ed for the Boston Globe extremely critical of the foundation for awarding such a prestigious honor to a “writer of penny dreadfuls [who] shares nothing with Edgar Allan Poe. What he is is an immensely inadequate writer on a sentence-by-sentence, paragraph-by-paragraph, book-by-book basis.”2 But Jacob M. Held offers a clear assessment of Bloom’s derision: “this type of dismissal of popular art, culture, philosophy is more often indicative of an unjustified snobbery than a legitimate assessment of rigor or worth.”3 Popular culture is the lens through which we can see ourselves, confront our fears, and experience our fantasies. And despite such academic criticism, King remains one of the most widely read modern authors in American history.4 Popular culture texts, like King’s, are artifacts of culture that can reveal the broader narrative of the time in which they were created. This volume aims to fill a void in the body of scholarly work on King, and to use King’s depiction of children and childhood as the frame through which to understand the cultural work his texts perform.

King regularly makes use of the child protagonist in his novels. Throughout his career, King has taken the reader on many journeys through the dark via the eyes of a child: Carrie, Firestarter, Salem’s Lot, Christine, Cujo, The Shining, It, The Long Walk, Pet Sematary, and The Stand to name a few. Child characters in fiction that is primarily targeted at adults function in numerous ways; the most common is to foster nostalgia. Indeed, King’s works are rife with popular culture markers that immerse the reader in the story’s particular era: slang, food, products, songs, clothing, hair-styles, TV, and film references abound throughout his texts. These references to cultural artifacts also function in King’s texts as masks for the horrors that lie beneath pastoral Americana; for instance, the smiling Little Debby on sugary cakes found in a home where the owners lay dead and putrified upstairs, or Little Richard’s song “Keep A-Knocking” blaring from the radio of a red 1958 Plymouth Fury that just killed two teenagers. In King’s world, monsters lurk everywhere, challenging innocence and nostalgia, the belief in right and wrong, and the world of false universalisms that American culture embraces in order to uphold the illusion of its all-too-fragile stability.

The most frequent targets of King’s monsters and supernatural evils are the American family and the ideological spaces of small town America. King’s fictional families are often outwardly “regular” people, but are dysfunctional in a variety of ways. In a King work, the “family is judged to be inadequate because it does not prepare its members to deal with the imaginary.” Indeed, many of King’s adult characters are a paradoxical mixture of New England superstition and rustic [ir]rationality, a kind of old-world, rural wisdom. This [ir]rationality prevents them from seeing or believing in the horrors the children must face, especially when the adults often cause the horrors of childhood. Many adult characters act irrationally in order to preserve the outward appearance of an idealized normality, an important cultural norm in small town New England. Nash points out that King insists on the “deconstruction of the ‘magic circle’ that is the modern American family. An essential element of this deconstruction is King’s privileging of adolescent [and child] discourse over that of adults.”5 King’s children are rarely dependent on their families and are often on their own. Families in King’s early works demonstrate the “fears of the baby-boom generation regarding parenthood [which] seem[ed] to be much stronger in the arguably more childish American society” of the 1960s and 1970s.6 King himself became a parent in 1970 with the birth of his daughter, Naomi, suggesting many of the parental fears the characters in his early works embody are projections of his own. But King has a unique talent for capturing the dark underside of the American family throughout each era in which he writes; the very parts of life that adults say they want to protect children from are instead found behind the closed doors of the American home: “What emerges . . . is a common portrait of childhood as a time of isolation spent facing horrors created by adults.”7 And so the child in King’s fiction can be “understood in the context of his representation of the collapse of the American family” in which “sacrificial children” function not only as markers for societal innocence and nostalgia, but also for the preservation of the status quo.8

American Childhood

According to Steven Mintz, “childhood is not an unchanging biological stage of life, but is, rather, a social and cultural construct that has changed radically over time.”9 And every childhood is bound to its culture and time, despite universal traits such as innocence. Pre-industrial age American childhood was uncertain, full of unknowns, and widely “unpredictable.” Early American children worked on the farm or in the home to help the family survive. With the advent of the industrial age, children then labored in factories. Death by accident, disease, or abuse was a constant cloud that hung over a middle- or lower-class child’s existence.10 Childhood as we know it today did not exist. Rather, children were viewed as a necessary part of the family’s economic survival, as a “future laborer and as security for [the] parents later in life.”11 However, by the mid-nineteenth century, during the rise of industrialization, a radical shift appeared in how Americans viewed their children (due in no small part to Louis Hines’s disturbing photographs of (white) children laboring in factories and farms.) Adults grew to dislike the idea of children working ten-hour days in factories and so began the fight to end child labor in the United States. With the end of child labor, and as modernity continued to expand and evolve, so did notions of “childhood” as a special time that should be protected and preserved.

The family took on a new importance amid these social changes, and with it the child, which became a symbol for adults of their “constant and tragic effort to rebuild a place of uncorrupted innocence on Earth.”12 These new ideas about childhood, influenced by the Victorian age and their artistic depictions of angelic children, “encouraged the notion that children needed to be sheltered from adult realities, such as death, profanity, and sexuality, in order to preserve their childish innocence.”13 This preservation also had religious undertones and the state of childish innocence was often allied to the innocence of Adam and Eve before the Fall. As Karen Sanchez-Eppler describes, “Childhood [became] better understood as a status or an idea associated with innocence and dependency,” moving away from the long-established “mini-adult,” less romanticized idea of children.14 This new American child, now free from factory work (but now viewed as emerging consumers or as commodities), began an existence that continues today composed of school, chores, play, and, most importantly, performing innocence. Because the idea of “child” is constructed by adults and “live[s] in tension” with the actual lived experiences of real (not imagined) children, adults come to expect the accoutrement of childhood by actual children. As Robin Bernstein explains “‘real’ children cannot preexist ‘imagined’ childhood . . . the act of embodiment is a performance. More specifically, that embodiment—the historical process through which childhood and children coproduce each other—occurs through surrogation . . . the process by which culture reproduces and re-creates itself.” Childhood in the West is imbued with adult expectations, fantasies, and anxieties. Children become “effigies,” bearers of “collectively remembered” and nostalgically determined ideal spaces of a lost “half-forgotten” and distorted human condition that adults desire to return to.15 And so children and childhood became, and still are, protected bodies/spaces through which adults may fetishize innocence. Or, via Michel Foucault, childhood could be considered a heterotopia: a space that is also an absence. Like Foucault’s mirror—“I discover my absence from the place where I am since I see myself over there”—adults “see” themselves in children, but cannot be, in the child. And so children and childhood become significant bearers of meaning in fictional worlds, their innocence and vulnerability perform the cultural work of underscoring the separation from adulthood as well as adult longing for a return to innocence. But as Anna Mae Duane observes, child characters also emphasize that while “dependence and vulnerability are assigned great emotional weight [they are also] simultaneously established as deadly liabilities,” especially for children.16

Small-Town Terrors

According to Erin Mercer, King’s novels often “locate fear, hatred, and violence in a small American town, hence representing the structural function of white normative patriarchal ideology, through which even the most ordinary person might become a monster.”17 And the most ordinary people/monsters tend to be parents, school authorities, or local personalities (shopkeeper, waitress, preacher, etc.). King quite often “highlights the plight of American children by portraying an adult society that is trying to soil its young by stealing their purity.”18 And it is the belief in an innocent, pure or “real” American small-town, and the belief that such a location naturally spawns a pastoral childhood, that makes King’s horror both disturbing and identifiable. The fiction that is “small-town” America has persisted since America’s founding. The notion of the perfect community was highlighted by de Tocqueville’s characterization of small town life in his 1835 Democracy in America. Then came Hollywood’s romanticization of small town America during the golden age of cinema. Films like Our Town (Wood 1940), Meet John Doe (Capra 1941), and It’s a Wonderful Life (Capra 1946) portray the innocence, idealism, and good, old-fashioned white patriarchy that is believed to exist within the boundaries of Small Town America. Here King follows a long tradition of presenting an idealized American community composed of “small town values.” According to Emanuel Levy, in his comprehensive study Small-Town America on Film, the small town mythos elevates rugged individualism, community (vs. broader society), nature, stability, integration (in contrast to the isolation of the city), the value of hard work, unconditional faith in the land, neighborliness, tradition, family as the bedrock, and most of all, an innocence that can only be had in a small town, over the corruption, isolation, and decay found in cities.19 Levy claims that popular culture products often display an “antiurban bias” that works to reaffirm the idealized notion of the small town. In his fictional worlds, many of King’s children occupy a particular American cultural space: small town New England. New England small town culture embraces “six underlying values . . . [e]thnocentrism, altruistic democracy, responsible capitalism, small-town pastoralism, individualism, and moderatism.” Small towns in New England (and elsewhere) are infused with pastoral romanticism that is “interrelated with [a deep] respect for tradition” and a distrust of technology and urbanity. Tradition, which is “valued because it is a known, predictable, and orderly entity,” becomes one of the many challenges King’s children face as they are forced into the decayed underbelly of American domestic tranquility.20 Many of King’s works are set in this idealized small town American space and his child characters are often part of that romanticization, though they see and experience its falseness. King peals away the pastoral layers to reveal the rot underneath, and it is most often the children in his works who must survive the corrupted parts of their seemingly perfect, small town world.

The Horrors of Childhood

In his 1981 non-fiction book Danse Macabre, King describes children as “bent. They think around corners . . . the[ir] imagination is an eye, a marvelous third eye that floats free. As children, that eye sees with 20/20 clarity.”21 In essence, unlike adults who have “lost the power of innocent belief,” children often just believe without question.
22 According to Erin Mercer, it is “imaginative belief that makes children vulnerable to, and powerful against, monsters.”23 But the child protagonist must embrace innocence in order to do battle with monsters and the supernatural. One of the most compelling aspects of King’s child characters is their classic innocence rooted in attitudes of the sacralized child, a “cultural process” whereby a child’s value is directly a result of its “sentimental or religious meaning.”24 And while King’s children are innocent, they are not unknowing. Most of King’s child protagonists, and supporting child characters, come from less than ideal families or circumstances, and/or they are bullied by other children. King’s child characters witness or experience poverty, abuse, addiction, grief, indifference, hypocrisy, and even death despite the (false) protective veil of innocence. But they stubbornly cling to that small-town pastoral idea of childhood as a bulwark against the uncertain storm of adulthood. Gary Cross suggests that “the innocent know the pure delight of the senses not simply because they are free of knowledge and prejudice, but because this pleasure is ‘unsought.’ This is the essence of wondrous innocence.”25 King’s young protagonists are cognizant enough of their state of innocence to use it to survive both the supernatural and the monsters that they face (even if those monsters are parents). But as Davis points out, “King’s fascination with children is [in] the imaginative capacity they have [which] makes them stronger at hearing than the adults who claim superiority over them. While adults claim to be wise, they are ignorant to the fact that the imaginative atrophy often resulting from an inability to adapt to innocence’s corruption actually limits them.”26 Adults continually resist the idea that children may have adult knowledge and in King that denial often leads to their death. Their refusal to believe in monsters or the supernatural is intimately connected with their small town values and adherence to tradition—the idea that things are not “right” is unconscionable. Children then perform the more often adult function of saving the day, despite the restrictions of tradition.

Jonathon P. Davis argues that King’s “preoccupation with youth in his fiction becomes both significant and inspirational when seen from the light that King is writing in an America that attempts to desensitize its young by exposing it continuously to violence and sex.”27 Such an argument about the “loss” of childhood forms the basis of Neil Postman’s emotional diatribe The Disappearance of Childhood. According to Postman, “Childhood is disappearing” because of the overload of information that is available to them.28 Postman argues that children are being introduced to knowledge that he considers singularly the purview of adults only. Postman claims that “if there are no dark and fugitive mysteries for adults to conceal from their children, and then reveal to them as they think necessary, safe, and proper, then surely the dividing line between adults and children becomes dangerously thin.”29 For Postman, the biggest threat to childhood innocence is knowledge. In King’s fiction, this knowledge-reveal is often reversed: the children have secretive knowledge that adults do not have, or would not believe even if they were told. Ironically, many of the child characters work hard to keep the adults innocent of the horrors the children face. As Joanne Faulkner states, “The child heralds our [adult] salvation, conceived as a redemptive return to a lost, primordial innocence.”30 And so King’s fictional children occupy a uniquely child-adult duality that both challenges, but ultimately preserves, their innocence. Fellow horror author Clive Barker observes that “in King’s work, it is so often the child who carries [the] wisdom: the child who synthesizes ‘real’ and ‘imagined’ experience without question, who knows instinctively that imagination can tell the truth the way the senses never can.”31 And so the child functions in numerous ways: as savior of the carefully constructed, traditional veil of small town normality; as sacrificial lamb to preserve normality; and as a bridge between the idealized and the corrupt, preserving the mask of idealized childhood.

The Volume

King’s use of child characters within the framework of horror (or of horrific childhood) raises questions about adult expectations of children, childhood, the American family, child agency, and the nature of fear and terror for (or by) children. This collection’s goal is to examine childhood and the child character throughout Stephen King’s works, from his early novels and short stories, through film adaptations, to his most recent publications. The essays in the collection include historical, philosophical, and theoretical perspectives and are organized chronologically by decade. The ways King presents, complicates, challenges, or terrorizes children and notions of childhood provide a unique lens through which to examine American culture and cultural attitudes about children and childhood across the decades of King’s works.

The volume begins in the 1970s with Karen Renner’s “School Shootings, Toxic Masculinity, and Rage.” Renner explores the role of toxic masculinity long before the term became popular. Renner suggests Rage was predictive of the future epidemic of school shootings that plagues American schools. In Sarah Gray’s “‘Such a tragedy might have been averted’: Gothic Childhood, American Monstrosity, and the Male Gothic in Stephen King’s Carrie,” she argues that Carrie and the characters with whom she shares her narrative, exist as points of convergence for Gothic childhood, American monstrosity, and the male Gothic that render them either through death or dissolution unable to achieve selfhood. As such, they and their actions possess the unique opportunity to act as ciphers for any number of sociopolitical issues that deny resolution. In chapter 3, “The Children as Nemesis: A Reading of Stephen King’s ‘Children of the Corn’ and Its Adaptations,” Debaditya Mukhopadhyay argues that while the short story and select film adaptations highlight the disconnect adults have between humans and nature, they present children joining forces with nature to become a singular formidable, and deadly, force. Chapter 4 examines the monstrousness of nature in Tatiana Prorokova-Konrad’s “Of ‘Pagan Devil-Children’ and Monstrous Plants: Vegetal World, Human Enslavement, and Precarious Existence in ‘Children of the Corn.’” We end the decade with Joshua Garrison’s “The Spectacle of Child-Suffering in Stephen King’s The Long Walk.” Garrison argues that the story’s spectacle of child-suffering was prophetic of today’s consumer appetites for media featuring the suffering child.

We begin the decade of the 1980s with Ingrid E. Castro’s “Monstrosity, Ethic of Care, and Moral Agency in Stephen King’s Firestarter.” Castro argues that Charlie is uniquely positioned to demonstrate children’s moral agency despite being monsterized by the adults around her. In chapter 7, “Boys in The Body,” Jennifer J. Manthei explores constructions and contestations of masculinity in boyhood, the liminal period of adolescence and manhood in a flawed society, as well as King’s own nostalgia in this novella. Shastri Akella examines monstrosity in Stand by Me, the film version of The Body. In “Not if I see you first”: Playspace, Friendship, and Nostalgia in Stand By Me,” Alkella argues that through the film’s music and aesthetics, the intersections of place, friendship, and trauma simultaneously challenge and evoke nostalgia in the adult viewer. Next, Andy McCormack examines the fascinating intersection of the literary and real child in King’s works. In “Performing a kind of self-pyschoanalysis”: childhood revisited through writing (and reading) in The Breathing Method, Misery, Pet Sematary and Charlie the Choo-Choo,” McCormack looks at the ways King weaves together childhood, parenthood, reading, and writing in a cyclical dance of storytelling as salvation. Next, Debbie Olson examines the death of innocence in Stephen King and Peter Straub’s The Talisman. In “Animals, Innocence, and the Terr[or]tories in The Talisman” Olson argues King and Straub use the character of Wolf as a lens to point out environmental destruction, child abuse, and a deep nostalgia for all things pastoral and pure in America’s past. In chapter 11, “‘They Were Not All Found’: Ecosystems of Child Maltreatment in Stephen King’s IT” Brennan Thomas argues that it is the failure of American social systems that expose and then sacrifice lost and abused children to the novel’s titular villain. In “‘You’ll Float Too’: King and the Death of Childhood,” James M. Curtis examines the role of mourning, melancholia, and fear in American culture’s continually evolving definition of childhood. And finally, Roxanne Harde takes an intimate look at one specific scene from IT, in “‘What an enormous act this is’: Children & Sexuality in Stephen King’s IT.” For Harde, the sex scene in IT presents a radical construction of childhood sexuality and, ultimately, underscores the power of both Beverly and child sexuality.

The 1990s section begins with Khara Lukancic’s “(Dis)Abling Dinah: Childhood Agency and the Allegory of the Cave in The Langoliers.” Lukancic presents a compelling examination of the relationship between child agency and disability. In chapter 15, “Girls With Teeth: Fan Identity in The Girl Who Loved Tom Gordon,” Katharine McCain explores King’s concept of fandom. For a little girl who is lost in the Maine woods, the joys of fan identity become a lifeline.

And finally, the 2000s opens with Lauren Christie’s examination of the power dynamics among characters in Doctor Sleep. In “Power, Vulnerability and Duality in Doctor Sleep,” Christie finds that only through the process of overcoming vices and trauma can the child-now-adult Dan/ny find peace. And in chapter 17, “Seeing and Believing as a Child in It and The Outsider,” Kristen Miller Hill offers a persuasive analysis of King’s portrayal of children’s ability to see and believe versus adult non-belief. Hill suggests that adult’s disbelief is a source of, or at the very least, enables the horror the children must fight. Ultimately, Hill finds that for adults to really be able to see the monsters, they must choose to believe. This sentiment of adult disbelief is mirrored in Jonathan P. Davis’s astute observation, “The child heroes in King’s fiction continue to increase, merely because of King’s awareness that their innocence is the only hope for survival in an unimaginative adult world that is swallowing them whole.”32 And so, in our unsteady world that slides slowly but steadily into the unknown, we—King’s “constant readers”—must remember to embrace the child in each of us, to make room for wonder, and most importantly, to believe. Because belief is the way through the darkness. And past the monsters.
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Part I

1970s


Chapter 1

Degeneration through Violence and Stephen King’s Rage

Karen J. Renner 

Written in 1965, while Stephen King was still in high school, first published in 1977 under the pseudonym Richard Bachman, and later collected in The Bachman Books in 1985, Rage has the distinction of being the only King novel that is out of print. King chose to pull the book from publication due to its connection to at least five cases of gun-related school violence.1 He did this, he explains in his 2013 essay “Guns,” not because he believed Rage was responsible for these acts of violence but because he considered the book a “possible accelerant.” As he concludes in the final pages of the essay, “[I]n my judgment it might be hurting people, and that made it the responsible thing to do.”2

One can see why Rage might appeal to boys planning such acts of violence, for the novel appears at first glance to heroize its school shooter, Charlie Decker, who is both protagonist and narrator. After seriously injuring one of his teachers with a pipe wrench, Charlie returns to school only to find that he is being sent to reform school. He then shoots two teachers and takes his algebra class hostage. Over the next few hours, Charlie tells stories about his abusive father, about being bullied, and about a failed sexual encounter, all of which, he implies, somehow shed light on his turn to violence. During those hours, his classmates, who range in status from class president and
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